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			INTRODUCTION


			I’m writing this when the stats look ugly. Everything you read and hear is quantitatively terrible. I read that the economy may be tanking by 30% and I hear of another brutal heart wrenching number on daily death toll. US unemployment numbers reads close to an entire working population of a medium sized industrial nation! The world is on pause and slipping silently into a very dark place. And yet my instincts remain strangely positive. And the reason for my positivity is because of my habit of defaulting to the fundamentals. 


			And the fundamentals are that mankind will always need something to survive and want more to thrive. And the way to get our needs and wants met is either to kill or trade. Opting for a less catastrophic option, I optimistically land on trade as the natural human instinct in order to survive and thrive. Therefore, if trade is here to stay in some shape or form then we already start with an optimistic brick on the foundations of recovery. As we start to build confidence that mankind will always trade, then what do we now need to do when everything around us is on the descent including our own business that we love and cherish? What is our response to a crisis of incalculable consequences that goes beyond even the most pessimistic of risk scenario planning?


			Well that depends. It depends on you. Will you take advice? Will you change? Will you reach out? Will you do what this book says? I’ve had people throw my books into the corner of the room (a guy actually did that!) when a sentence or two like that cut deep or just hacked someone off. This may be a throw it in the corner moment but can I suggest a moment of restraint. At the heart of revival in anyone or anything is humility. In other words, are you coming at this with humility and a realisation that reaching out, listening to others, and seeking help is the starting point in this? I have reached out many times and conversely metaphorically thrown the book in the corner and tackled the storm on my own…badly. I have learnt from painful experience that the bridge from crisis to clarity is to cry out to someone other than yourself. And, sure, when you do get advice coming your way there will always be the need to separate the stinky stuff from the shinola but let’s hope you can get some shoe polish from this book to help rebuild your business in the midst of the calamity.


			I am convinced that my calling in life is to lead in times of crisis. I don’t do calm …I get bored anyway and although crisis pushes you to the limits in every sense it is a heck of a lot better than the dull predictability of calm. My previous books share my personal story of my father’s business collapsing in the midst of a global recession and eye watering interest rates and at the same time being diagnosed with leukaemia. 


			I watched a fighter (and in my view the best) take the world on and rebuild his health, his business, and his financial fortunes by bringing the Pizza Hut franchise to Northern Ireland when we didn’t even have a McDonalds! Some fathers teach their sons football, mine taught me business. No one motivates me but he does. Whatever the world threw at him, he had a deal, he had a way around it, he had the thing sorted. 


			Over the years, I personally have dealt with rescuing a business that had run out of cash the day I walked through the door to manage it, led another business through the calamity of tripling its turnover in a few weeks after securing a major contract, grew our business with my business partner James through the global credit crisis and subsequent great recession, and in parallel with all this had to deal with a range of complex and serious challenges in leadership in other realms outside of business. At one point, I was involved in the leadership of 19 entities at one time and although some of them had huge, and sometimes painful, challenges I loved it. It’s what I do and as I say, it is my calling. 


			My father saw business as a game and in my view, you have to love it to play it well. If business is something you “like” you probably won’t survive – you have to love it! At the time of writing we are in the biggest business challenge of our lives – we all are. That’s the game we are in now – some will choose not to play it and give up but you – yes you, are not one of those people. You love it, so let’s get out and play the game like we have never done before! 


			I have written a book called “Start to Grow” which covers business start-up and growth and another book called “Start to Lead” that covers leadership. Both of these books cover a huge amount of what you need to do to start up, grow and lead a business in all circumstances. However, we are really in unchartered territory as I write this book and my business partner and I felt that there was a need for a complementary book to “Start to Grow” and “Start to Lead” given the economic circumstances we are in. The book will explore how we respond to a crisis largely in the short term (up to six months) and then the other books kick in and complement after that. The book will also look at evolving the leader/business owner to a mentor and thought leader who can communicate his/her story on stage. There’s a lot to chew over and don’t miss the “5% trick” later on in the book – it’s a good one!


			Anyway, when the whole economy was nose diving, in a moment of trying to bring a little humour to an otherwise desperate situation, I jokingly texted my business partner James:


			“I’ve an idea for a new book – Start to Grow…again!” 


			James got the joke but brought up a month later 


			“I knew you were joking but it’s a good name for a book.” 


			And the rest as they say…. 


			Enjoy and be well ☺
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			WHATEVER THE CRISIS AND WHENEVER IT COMES, HERE ARE SOME THOUGHTS ON HOW WE SHOULD RESPOND IN THE SHORT TERM:


	

		

			GET A GRIP ON THE SITUATION


			The immediate thing is to understand what has happened and what is happening with your business and the world around you. You need to understand what the true nature of the crisis is and the impact it has had on your business and is likely to have in the coming weeks. 


			Action: Following on from my previous books, information is vital for the leader. At the macro level, you need to watch the news, read the papers and become informed as to what exactly is going on. At this stage there is going to be a lot of noise around you – there will be theories, uninformed chatter and opinion, emotions running high and all of this, like it or not, will start to form our thoughts and reactions. To avoid this, seek the facts of the matter from various informative sources. Also, at the micro level, start to build a picture of how your business is being affected by getting an immediate grip on the key numbers re cashflow, sales, costs etc. Head in the sand stuff just won’t work!


	

		

			MAKE DECISIONS FOR THE IMMEDIATE 


			Based on the information that your business has been severely impacted by a crisis - the longer you procrastinate the more consequential and deeper the damage will be to the business. The immediate decision however, may be “wait and see” and this can be a wise and sensible approach. I remember as a kid watching a coup in Russia that ousted the current leader and I remember the American President at the time taking a relatively calm “wait and see” approach. The coup fizzled out and the world didn’t descend into Armageddon. Wise move Mr. President! 


			Action: Knee-jerk reactions can be highly consequential, so be careful. However, sometimes decisions need to be made, so, at this stage, there are simply going to be the things you can influence and the things you can’t influence. Focus on the things you can influence to protect the business. At all times seek alignment and consensus across the business and particularly with your senior managers/partners/fellow directors. Being of one mind at this time is vital! Ongoing communication with staff is essential in moderating fears and bringing as much clarity as you can.


	

		

			MAKE DECISIONS FOR THE NEXT FEW WEEKS


			Your immediate responses and decisions have ensured that all that can be done to stabilise the situation has been actioned. You now need to think a little into the future. At this stage, as the picture of what is going on in your business and the world around you is emerging, you can now at least make an educated stab at what needs to be done in the coming weeks. 


			Action: At this stage do nothing revolutionary or make a significant strategic pivot to a different business model! For the next few weeks, you need to think more tactically to ensure the business is on a sound footing. The main focus at this stage will likely largely be around operations and administration to ensure that the business can still function effectively and efficiently delivering that same promise to the customers that made your business what it is today. Contracting your cost base and cutting your cloth to the new reality will be obvious moves for you to make and sadly those moves may be largely forced on you anyway. It goes without saying that all the normal rules still apply regarding cost cutting – just because it is a crisis it doesn’t mean that you abandon all the rules of the game. There must be in all decisions – buy in and alignment, sound decision making based on data and not emotion, adherence to good practice and legal compliance etc.


	

		

			GET ON WITH RUNNING THE BUSINESS

There is a brutal reality here that no matter what is going on in the world and how calamitous the situation is – if your business is still relevant and it is still viable and the shutter doors are still open, then life has to continue. 


			Action: Your business may have experienced a 70% contraction in turnover or have a catalogue of challenges and barriers you never experienced before. However, if you can still function then your business has to continue delivering that same amazing customer experience that you have always delivered.


	

		

			ONGOING COMMUNICATION


			Keeping everyone in the dark is disastrous and ultimately counterproductive. Fear and uncertainty will undoubtedly be amongst the people around you but it will be intensified by no communication. And communication must also be to customers, suppliers, shareholders and other relevant stakeholders. Everyone in your world needs to know what is going on, your response and how that impacts on them.


			Action: The key thing is to keep everyone updated by state of the nation addresses and one to one discussions in order to bring assurances if assurances can be given, to bring hope if hope exists and indeed to show that as a leader you are on it, you understand it and you are making the best decisions to keep the business moving forward. If required, correspondence to customers, suppliers and other key stakeholders in order to communicate to them the current state of your business, what plans you have in place going forward and the impact on them.


	

		

			A STRATEGY FOR THE NEXT COUPLE OF QUARTERS


			Three-year plan and five-year plans – forget it! The situation is just too volatile at this stage. Your business is in A & E, maybe even critical care and you have experienced a battering that goes beyond the normal rough and tumble of business life. Therefore, you can only really think the next couple of quarters. The key thing is to set out very achievable realistic goals for the next three months that include sales, profit and financial numbers that work and are achievable. We are talking about gradual recovery and not some defibrillator electric shock treatment activity. The slow and achievable, steady as she goes quarter will allow some rebuild in the morale of the staff, a time of healing on the accounts and some reflective strategic thinking for the future.


			Action: Everyone will have different decisions to make but the key things to think about are to ensure that the business isn’t haemorrhaging cash, costs are under control, the business is restructured accordingly to ensure that the business can survive. See what is available to you in terms of government grants, low interest loans and other forms of business support. At this stage everything has to be data driven and not emotionally driven. And although we have to think in the next couple of quarters, we still have to think long term strategically. And what I am getting at here is that you may have to make severe cuts as a business but it is important you don’t cut too deep into muscle that will ultimately impede recovery when recovery comes. For example, if you remove certain people from the business to save money in the short term, you may be impeding recovery because the business will lack certain skill sets that will be required when everything begins to normalise.


	

		

			AVOID ALL IMMEDIATE INSTINCTS – THEY WON’T WORK!


			• Instinct one – Rediscover the young buck from the past


			There may be an immediate sense that we have to reach back into the annals of time to bring back the young buck in the organisation (either you or someone else significant) who had bags of energy and ruthlessness and whose passion propelled the business miraculously and spectacularly into growth levels unseen in years. If you recover that person, then the world will be won again.


			From the get go let me make this very clear - that person is gone, but even if you could get him or her back you wouldn’t want him or her now. Yes, there was energy in that person and yes, there were guts but perhaps not a lot else! That person ten years ago was ten years less experienced, less smart, less knowledgeable...no, leave him or her there in the past! That instinct won’t work.


			• Instinct two - Diversify or Die


			“Diversify!!” “Create a new business!!” “We need to pivot!!” “Pivot...pivot we need to pivot!!”


			Ok, relax please! Yes, diversify and yes, create a new business but I guarantee whoever is propagating this strategy wants it done on a shoe string budget, taking only 20% of their time and probably very little of existing staff’s time, and delivered on a sheepish marketing budget approach. Nope! That won’t work! I’ve tried it in the past and it just does not work. You know and I know if you want to create a business then it is a rocket to the moon herculean effort of money, energy, zero return for three years, and all hands to the wheel effort. Diversification is no different than any business start-up and it requires exactly the same ingredients. And if you are up for that - sure - create one business, heck create two or three of the businesses! However, know that for diversification to work and be successful, it means doing the whole thing over again and all of that is covered in my first book – “Start to Grow”!


			• Instinct three – Cut, cull and kill


			The instinct is to slash the budgets like a crazed axe murderer (metaphorically speaking). Now is the time to cut the deadwood, “that wee so and so who I’ve been eyeing up for months, even years, is now going to get the proverbial chop!” That marketing budget that you thought was over bloated and self-indulgent, you are just chomping at the bit to pull it apart. This is the time to gain total control over the budget so you can completely and justifiably, because of the current circumstance, wield the powerful axe through the organisation. And yes, there may need to be a bloodbath – the key numbers that are staring back at you on screen may dictate it and that is it! The point I’m making though is “motive.” If the cuts are thought through, strategic, and part of an overall plan of restructuring and renewal, then of course do what needs to be done. However, if the motive is driven by all the wrong things – like revenge, frustration, fear, bias etc, then don’t do it. I’m of the rather mystical view that a business is like a living being – it has in a sense, a soul, a character, a personality. Before you wield the axe, and you may well have to, remember you will not just remove a budget or a person, you will remove something deeper and intangible that you may never be able to get back. If you cut for cutting’s sake, then you are going to damage the soul of the business.
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